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PREFACE 
The ten papers which comprise Issues in Russian Morphosyntax represent a 
selection of the American linguistic contributions read at the Los Angeles 
and Washington, D. C., sessions of the Second Soviet-American Confer­
ence on the Russian Language (SACRL), held in September, 1981. Since a 
substantial number of the American papers were concerned with the inter­
action of grammatical categories and syntax broadly conceived, including 
derivation, sentential syntax and discourse analysis, the publication of a 
volume of papers devoted to current research in Russian morphosyntax 
was felt to be timely and appropriate. 
The present volume and the international conference that stimulated its 
publication would not have been possible without the dedication and sup­
port of many individuals and institutions whose help we hereby gratefully 
acknowledge. The National Endowment for the Humanities, the American 
Council of Teachers of Russian and the Center for Russian and East Euro­
pean Studies at UCLA provided generous grants, which, together with 
funds from the International Research and Exchanges Board, and the 
American Association for the Advancement of Slavic Studies, permitted 
the National Steering Committee of SACRL (Richard D. Brecht, Dan 
Davidson, Michael S. Flier) to plan three sessions of the conference at the 
University of Chicago, the University of Maryland, and UCLA. We extend 
special thanks to the Center for Russian and East European Studies at 
UCLA (Barisa Krekic, Director) for subsidizing the publication of this 
volume through Slavica Publishers (Charles Gribble, Editor-in-Chief) and 
the UCLA East European Composition Center (Dean S. Worth, Director). 
We are also grateful to Randy Bowlus and Kathleen McDermott (UCLA) 
for providing camera-ready copy of the manuscript. 
As editors we have confined our role to making minor stylistic emenda­
tions and regularizing punctuation, spelling, and the format of footnotes 
and references. We wish to take this opportunity to thank the individual 
authors, whose cooperation throughout the course of production has con­
siderably facilitated our task. 
Michael S. Flier 
Los Angeles and College Park 
November 1983 
Richard D. Brecht 

The Form and Function of Aspect in Russian 
Richard D. Brecht 
It has been understood for some time that the grammar of Slavic aspect 
(i.e., the explicit account of the scope and formal expression of this particu­
lar semantic domain) must include a correlation of this grammatical cate­
gory with the type of situation to which the particular utterance containing 
the aspectual form refers; 1 see, for example, Avilova 1976 and Forsyth 
1970. Investigators outside of Slavic have recognized the relevance of this 
correlation and have proposed formal taxonomies of situational types 
designed to interrelate with the aspectual system. Scarborough-Exarhos 
(1979:30ff.) divides these taxonomies into those which are linguistic (Bull 
1960, Garey 1957, Kenny 1963, and Vendler 1967) and those which can be 
characterized as logical (Bennett and Partee 1978, Dowty 1972, 1977).2 
Since a detailed discussion of the issues involved in classifying situational 
types would lead far afield, we shall content ourselves here with a brief 
elaboration of the most widely known system, that of Vendler 1967. 
Vendler divided situations into those which inherently involve a goal or 
natural end-point (it is convenient to use Garey's 1957 term "telic") and 
those which do not ("atelic"). This basic distinction is clearly describable 
by means of logical entailments. For example, in the following examples the 
atelic sentences in ( 1) are distinguished from the telic ones in (2) by virtue 
of the fact that the former logically entail the sentences in (3), while the 
latter do not entail their simple tense counterparts in (4). 
(I) a. John was pushing a cart.
b. Tom was running in circles.
c. Mary was eating marshmallows.
(2) a. John was drawing a picture.
b. Tom was opening the window.
c. Mary was running the last mile.
(3) a. John pushed a cart.
b. Tom ran in circles.
c. Mary ate marshmallows.
(4) a. John drew a picture.
b. Tom opened the window.
c. Mary ran the last mile.
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As Vendler (1967:100) puts it: 
While running or pushing a cart has no set terminal point, running a
mile and drawing a circle do have a 'climax', which has to be reached
if the action is to be what it is claimed to be.
Further, the telic and atelic situations are each subdivided into "processes 
going on in time, that is, roughly, those which consist of successive phases 
following one another in time" (Vendler 1967:99) and those which lack 
these phases. For the atelic situations this characterization distinguishes 
"Activities" from "States," as it divides the telics into "Accomplishments" 
and "Achievements." (Because of the confusing nature of Vendler's terms 
"Accomplishment" and "Achievement," I shall replace the former with 
"Culmination.") Scarborough-Exarhos (1979:85) represents this four-way 
distinction graphically by means of the following schema: 
(5) STATES:
ACTIVITIES: 
CULMINATIONS: 
ACHIEVEMENTS: 
Absence of
State 1 State 1
---------0������-
time
State 2 
_ State 1 ___ P
ro:/ o
- - - - - - - - - -
time
time
_ �tl:t':. � _________ I Goal
time
State 2
States are nondynamic situations without natural conclusions; Activities 
are dynamic processes where any part "is of the same nature as the whole" 
(Vendler 1967:101). Culminations are goal-directed situations which are 
characterized by the presence of an activity preceding the end-point; they 
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therefore have intrinsic duration. Achievements, however, are telic situa­
tions consisting of instantaneous leaps from one state into another without 
any accompanying activity. The linguistic basis for this distinction in dyn­
amism, according to Vendler, is the compatibility of the "progressive forms" 
in English with situations consisting of or involving activities (Activities 
and Culminations) as opposed to those without such a character (States 
and Achievements). Compare the acceptability of the progressive forms 
describing Activites and Culminations in (6) with the strangeness of this 
form when applied to States and Achievements in (7): 
( 6) Activities
Tom screamed/was screaming loudly.
Mary studied/was studying in Paris. 
Culminations 
Judy closed/was closing the door. 
Ingrid returned/was returning. 
(7) States
Kirsten hated/?was hating lemons.
That cost/?was costing five dollars. 
Achievements 
I lost/?was losing my keys. 
Tom forgot/?was forgetting his coat. 
While one might argue with the substance of this or any of the other 
proposed classifications of situational types, it is nevertheless clear that 
some such taxonomy of the inherent nature of the situation involved is vital 
to an understanding of the grammatical category of aspect. Evidence for 
this association can be readily adduced. For example, the first observation 
to be made with regard to Russian is the following: Verb phrases referring 
to telic situations are by nature perfective, while atelic States and Activities 
are most naturally represented by imperfective verb phrases. This follows 
from the basic definition of the perfective aspect in Russian as expressing 
the "Totality" or "Completeness" of the situation involved, while the 
imperfective makes "No-statement-of-completeness." 3 
The correlation of telic situations with perfective aspect and atelics with 
imperfectives has very strong formal (derivational and syntactic) and 
semantic support in Russian. For example, it is well known that aspectual 
"partners" are formed in Russian in one of two ways: by prefixation or by 
derivational suffixation; cf. Townsend 1968 (114 ff. ). To the best of my 
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knowledge, a rather startling fact concerning aspectual pairs has gone vir­
tually unnoticed or at least unappreciated: as a rule, verbs normally 
expressing telic situations are prefixed and have imperfective partners con­
taining the productive imperfectivizing suffix. On the contrary, verbs 
normally referring to atelic situations are simplex and are paired with per­
fectives formed by the addition of prefixes. This is entirely expected, once 
one understands the perfective as the base form for telics and the imperfec­
tive as the primary form for atelics. In the former instance it is the imper­
fective which is derived, while in the latter the perfective form is the less 
normal form. This correlation of form with situational type can be easily 
illustrated in Russian: 
(8) a. STATE: umet'/sumet' 'know how' 
xotet'/zaxotet' 'want' 
bojat'sja/pobojat'sja 'fear' 
cuvstvovat'/pocuvstvovat' 'feel' 
b. ACTIVITY: dumat'/podumat' 'think' 
myt'/vymyt' 'wash' 
c. CULMINATION:
d. ACHIEVEMENT:
est'/s"est' 'eat' 
dejstvovat'/podejstvovat' 'act' 
vypolnjat'/vypolnit' 'fulfill' 
dokazyvat'/dokazat' 'prove' 
resat'/resit' 'solve' 
otkryvat'/otkryt' 'open' 
slucat'sja/slucit'sja 'happen' 
priezfat'/priexat' 'arrive' 
privykat'/privyknut' 'become accustomed' 
To be sure, the derivational processes of prefixation and suffixation in 
Russian do not reflect the situational type � aspect correlation as straight­
forwardly as (8) seems to indicate. This is entirely expected, once it is 
understood that the verb itself is only one of the factors, albeit the primary 
one, which convey the situational type referred to by a given utterance. For 
example: 
(9) a. John read the newspaper in an hour.
b. John read the newspaper for an hour.
( 10) a. Mary was eating the marshmallows.
b. Mary was eating marshmallows.
The a-sentences in (9) and ( 10) represent Culminations, while the b-
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sentences are Activities. In (9a) the Activity has a clear end-point: the 
newspaper is read more or less in its entirety. In (]Oa) a specific number of 
marshmallows is set as the goal of eating; as opposed to the situation in 
( 1 Ob), where the number of marshmallows is indefinite and irrelevant. In 
(9) and (10) it is the choice of preposition or definite vs. generic noun
phrase which conveys the type of situation involved; the verb remains con­
stant. To be sure, some verbs regularly refer to one or the other of
Vendler's four types. However, many other verbs have a less specific lexical
content and so can be used to express different situational types. The fail­
ure to fully appreciate this lack of a one-to-one correlation between verbs
and situational types to some extent has vitiated otherwise sound attempts
to relate aspect to the type of situation involved; cf. Forsyth 1970 and
Avilova 1976. Whereas this lack of a one-to-one correlation between lexical
verbs and situational types somewhat weakens the derivational morpholo­
gy � aspect correlation cited above, it does not invalidate it. Many verbs re­
fer to situations which are typically telic or atelic, and their use to refer to
the opposite situational type is unusual and often requires extensive contex­
tual support. For example, the verb lose in English refers typically to telic
situations: He lost his coat. Recall the strangeness of sentences like ?He was
losing his coat. However, it is possible to have sentences like the following:
( 11) He was losing more and more of his powers of discrimination as time
went on.
Here the verb refers to an Activity, as indicated by the extended context. 
(See below for more discussion of the shifting of situational types; see also 
Kucera 1983.) 
Another piece of evidence for the formal correlation of telic situation 
perfective aspect � imperfectivizing suffixation and atelic situation 
imperfective aspect � perfectivizing prefixation is to be found in the per­
fectiva tantum and imperfectiva tantum verbs in Russian. Predictably, per­
fectiva tantum verbs must be those characteristically expressing telic situa­
tions, while imperfectiva tantum verbs are restricted to those normally 
signaling atelic situations: 
a. STATES:
b. ACTIVITIES:
imet' 'have' 
prinadlefat' 'own' 
spat' 'sleep' 
rabotat' 'work' 
tjanut' 'pull' 
pol'zovat'sja 'use' 
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(13) ACHIEVEMENTS: ocnut'sja 'regain consciousness'
ocutit'sja 'find oneself 
ruxnut' 'collapse' 
uliznut' 'slip away' 
The verbs in (12) normally refer to States and Activities, inherently imper­
fective situations, and so the fact that they have no perfective counterparts 
is hardly surprising. By the same token, the absence of imperfective verbs 
referring to typically telic situations is equally reasonable. 
These formal correlations of aspectual morphology with situational types 
in Russian argue very strongly for the direct association of perfective aspect 
with telic situations and imperfective aspect with atelics.4 However, of cen­
tral interest is the claim made here that the basic function of aspect in 
Russian becomes immediately clear on the background of this general 
schema of situational types, aspects, and derivational processes. 
Telicization 
The facts in Russian clearly indicate that atelic States and Activities are 
essentially compatible only with the meaning of the imperfective aspect -
however it is to be defined. 5 It is equally obvious that these basic situations 
can be modified by the speaker, either by focusing on part of the situation or 
by changing the basic character of the situation itself. In either instance the 
result is the transformation of the situation from an atelic into a telic one. To 
illustrate, one can take the Activities of "eating" and "drinking" and make 
them into Achievements by focusing on the absolute final stage of the situa­
tion. In English this transformation is signaled linguistically by the addition 
of a postverbal particle, for example, eat up, drink up. In Russian the addi­
tion of specific verbal prefixes produces the same effect: s" est' 'eat up ', vypit' 
'drink up'. (The Activities "eat" and "drink" are expressed by the simplex 
verbs est' and pit', respectively.) As the basic atelic situation is transformed by 
the addition of the prefix into a telic one, the aspect automatically changes 
from imperfective to perfective in accordance with the general compatibility 
of perfective aspect with telic situations and imperfective with atelic. 
Let us now look more closely at this phenomenon of telicization. The 
atelic States and Activities are normally represented by simplex verbs, i.e., 
verbs without postverbal particles and without prefixes, in English and 
Russian, respectively. As noted, given the correlation between atelic situa­
tions and the imperfective aspect, it follows that most simplex verbs in 
Russian are imperfective. This fact is well established in the handbooks, 
even though the direct correlation of these imperfective simplex verbs with 
atelic situations has not been sufficiently appreciated: 
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"The great majority of simplex stems ... belong to the imperfective as­
pect" (Townsend 1968: 114). It is also an established fact of Russian that 
different lexical items can be made from these simplex verbs by the 
addition of various prefixes: 
(14) pisat' 'write'
citat' 'read' 
perepisat' 'rewrite' 
zapisat' 'jot down' 
podpisat' 'sign' 
pripisat' 'ascribe' 
vypisat' 'copy out' 
perecitat' 'reread' 
zacitat' 'read out' 
docitat' 'read up to' 
vycitat' 'find (in a book)' 
Note that the prefixed verbs now represent different situations, specifically 
telic ones; 'finding', 'rewriting', 'signing', etc. all imply a goal or endpoint. 
This transformation of atelics into telics is regularly accomplished by pre­
fixation in Russian, although specific suffixes may produce the same 
results.6 This prefixation, a strictly lexical process, is accompanied by an 
automatic shift in the aspect of the verb, the result of the aspectual marking 
conventions which assign perfective aspect to verbs referring to telic situa­
tions; see Brecht, forthcoming, Ch. 4. 
Traditionally, this phenomenon of "lexical prefixation" is contrasted to a 
"sublexical" process, whose status in the language has been debated for 
years.7 I am now referring to the phenomenon known as "Mode of Action" 
(Sposob dejstvija, Aktionsart). Without becoming involved in the debate, 
one can simply state that the Modes of Action represent instances when the 
verb is intended to focus on one component of a situation, whether it be its 
inception, conclusion, intensification, a limited period of its duration, or 
the like. In this instance, in a manner similar to the case of lexical prefixa­
tion, one alters the nature of the situation from inherently atelic to telic by 
transforming an indefinite State or Activity into an Achievement or Culmi­
nation, e.g. 'smoke' ..... 'begin to smoke'. The following list, taken from 
Townsend 1968 (119), illustrates sublexical prefixation: 
(15) kurit' 'smoke' vykurit' 'finish smoking' 
dokurit'sja 'smoke to a climax' 
zakurit' 'begin to smoke, light up' 
zakurit'sja 'smoke too much' 
nakurit'sja 'smoke one' s fill' 
pokurit' 'smoke for a while' 
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The point here is that the addition of a prefix, lexical or sublexical, gen­
erally converts a basically atelic situation into a telic one; the crucial differ­
ence between lexical and sublexical prefixation appears then to depend on 
the character of the modification of the situation quite apart from teliciza­
tion. Specifically, sublexical prefixation involves a semantic field which 
focuses on a component of the situation, whereas lexical prefixation creates 
a quite different situation entirely. The grammatical basis of the distinction, 
that is, the general resistance of sublexically derived prefixed verbs to form 
derived imperfectives, is the natural result of the difficulty of making a 
State or Activity out of a temporally limited, if not instantaneous, situation, 
which the prefixed verb normally represents. For example, zakurit' 'begin to 
smoke' naturally resists imperfectivization, signaling 'be in the process of 
beginning to smoke'. This is not a logical impossibility, but it simply is a 
statistically, if you will, unlikely situation that one would want to describe. 
Nevertheless, Bondarko and Bulanin ( 1967: 144ff.) and Forsyth (1970:2 lff.) 
have shown that some Mode of Action verbs do form derived imperfec­
tives, but these normally represent "Repetition," the reasons for which we 
shall examine below in the section on atelicization. 
To summarize, we have been discussing the process whereby the same 
verbal root may be used in utterances which have different values. (The 
value of an utterance is the sum total of the semantic and pragmatic infor­
mation which it conveys; cf. Brecht forthcoming, Ch. I. The lexical mean­
ing of most simplex verbs signals a specific situation, part of whose seman­
tic characterization is its atelic nature. In addition, a speaker may choose to 
convey a different situation, which consists of a State or Activity modified 
in such a way as to include a goal or end-point. In so doing, he may add a 
prefix whose lexical meaning conveys this information. However, this 
replacement of a verb whose lexical meaning includes the notion of Atelic­
ity by one which now entails Telicity has grammatical consequences, which 
derive from the grammatical system as a whole. Specifically, the marking 
conventions (cf. Brecht, forthcoming) for the grammatical category of 
aspect will automatically mark the verb as perfective, unless the presence of 
the imperfectivizing suffix interferes. The latter process of atelicization will 
now be discussed. 
A telicization 
The need to refer to telic situations consisting of States and Activities 
plus an end-point or goal motivates the derivational process of prefixation 
and the concomitant perfectivization of the verb. Obviously, though, not all 
forms of prefixed verbs in Russian appear in the perfective aspect. As a 
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matter of fact, the essence of the aspectual system involves atelicization -
the process by which essentially telic situations are viewed atelically. Thus, 
in addition to the conceptual transformation of atelic situations into telics 
by means of prefixation, a basically lexical process, Russian has at its dis­
posal the opposite shift of telics to atelics (i.e., Culminations and Achieve­
ments into Activities and States). In Russian this process of atelicization is 
accomplished primarily by adding to the verb a specific morpheme with the 
meaning of imperfective aspect - the aspect compatible with atelic situa­
tions. This process of "derived imperfectivization" is entirely productive in 
Russian and involves the suffixation of 1-aj/, often preceded by 1-v-l or 
l-i-v-1. For example, the verb ugovorit' 'persuade' normally refers to a
Culmination and so its basic form is inherently perfective. However, its
imperfective counterpart is formed by means of the 1-i-v-aj-/ suffix: ugova­
rivat' (for the sake of simplicity I am citing the infinitive forms here).
The process of atelicization is similar to telicization in that the speaker 
chooses to represent a situation which is inherently telic or atelic in its 
uncharacteristic form. But here the similarity of the processes ends. In telic­
ization the situation is modified by the introduction of an end-point or goal 
to the State or Activity, and this is done by lexical means (prefixation). In 
atelicization the speaker's attention is explicitly shifted from the inherently 
bounded nature of the situation to its Activity or State component. Thus, 
both sentences in ( 16) below are telic in the classic sense; both represent the 
same situation. 
(16) a. Kristine drew a circle.
b. Kristine was drawing a circle.
In ( 16b ), however, the telic situation is presented with the focus on the 
process rather than the end-point. As Scarborough-Exarhos (1979:60) puts 
it: 
The meaning of the progressive, then, and of Vendler's distinction, may 
be taken loosely to be an aspectual focusing on the process entailed by 
the verb. 
As indicated above, this shift to viewing a telic situation atelically is pro­
duced by adding to the value of the utterance the notion of No-statement­
of-completion, the meaning of the imperfectivizing suffix. More signifi­
cantly, this shift manifests the basic function of the grammatical category 
of aspect: to provide a general means of transforming one kind of situation 
into another without modifying the general nature of the situation in any 
other way. This is to be contrasted with the telicization process, where the 
perfective aspect is an automatic concomitant of the newly conceived, telic 
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situation.8 With atelicization, however, the situation remains constant, and 
the concentration on its atelic component is conveyed by the aspectual form.9 
Semantic consequences 
We shall now examine the semantic consequences of the formal modifi­
cation of situational types by means of aspect. These remarks must be con­
sidered pretheoretical, since they are intended as a programmatic presenta­
tion of the amalgamation of aspectual meaning into the overall value of the 
utterance. 
We have seen that telic situations can be conveyed by verbs normally 
referring to atelic ones simply by adding a specific prefix to the verb. The 
meaning of this prefix is directly responsible for the presence of such 
notions as Inception, Intensification, Conclusion, etc., which by their very 
presence in the value of the utterance transform the kind of situation being 
conveyed from atelic to telic. By contrast, the atelicization process is 
dependent on one derivational morpheme, which contributes only the 
notion of No-statement-of-completion, (to use the more commonly ac­
cepted definition of this aspectual morpheme) to the value of the utter­
ance. 10 However, there are a number of specific notions which are regularly 
associated with utterances containing imperfectivized verbs. I have in mind 
those notions figuring prominently in the handbooks: Process, Repetition, 
Conation. To this point the source of such notions has never been ade­
quately specified, except by saying that they are dependent on, or compati­
ble with, the meaning of the imperfectivizing suffix. 11 The assumption has 
been that the specific occurrence of one or the other of these notions is 
derived to a greater or lesser degree from the lexical meaning of the verb in 
combination with the imperfective aspect. To the extent that more than one 
of these notions have been associated with a particular verb, the generation 
of the specific notions has been left totally vague. It is my contention that 
such notions can be accounted for by careful analysis of the amalgamation 
of aspect meaning with the situational type involved. More specifically, I 
wish to outline the process by which the particular notions of Process, 
Repetition, and Conation arise as a result of the amalgamation of the 
meaning of the imperfective aspect with the telic situational types. I shall 
argue that the generation of these various aspectual notions is regular, even 
though none is expressed by a specific suffix. (Recall that the notions of 
Inception, Intensification, etc., on the contrary, are associated with indi­
vidual prefixes in the telicization process.) 
To illustrate, let us atelicize a Culmination and an Achievement in ( 17) 
by imperfectivizing the verbs, as in ( 18): 
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( 17) a. Prepodavatef terpelivo ob"jasnil mne to, cto ja ne ponjal v
ucebnike. 
'The teacher patiently explained to me what I had not under­
stood in the textbook.' 
b. Viktor priiel i srazu ze uiel.
'Viktor arrived and left immediately.'
(18) a. Prepodavatef terpelivo ob"jasnjal mne to, cto ja ne ponjal v
ucebnike. 
'The teacher patiently was explaining to me what I had not 
understood in the textbook.' 
b. Viktor prixodil i srazu fe uxodil.
'Viktor used to arrive and then leave immediately.'
The atelicized Culmination in (18a) automatically acquires the notion of 
Process in contrast to the atelicized Achievement in (18b), with which the 
notion of Repetition is immediately associated. As noted above, this gener­
ation of the notion of Process with some verbs and Repetition with others 
has never been incorporated within the grammar, although there are some 
indications in the handbooks that their occurrence is not haphazard. The 
question is: How does one or the other of these notions regularly arise 
when the only observable change in the sentence is the addition of the 
imperfectivizing suffix? 
As noted above, the addition of the imperfectivizing suffix results in the 
representation of an inherently telic situation by means of a verb whose 
aspectual meaning is basically incompatible with that type of situation. 
That is, this suffix forces the conjunction of the notion of Telicity, inherent 
in the lexical meaning of the verb and its complement, with the aspectual 
notion of No-statement-of-completion. This results in the grammaticalized 
atelicization of the situation, or, more precisely, the representation of the 
basically telic situation as atelic. The specific notions of Process or Repeti­
tion which then arise are a product of the new atelic nature of the verb and 
the type of telic situation originally involved, whether Culmination or 
Achievement. Imperfectivized Culminations normally result in Activities -
whence the notion of Process - because an inherent part of the composi­
tion of a Culmination is an Activity; see (5) above. 12 Achievements, on the 
contrary, consist of instantaneous transitions from one State to another 
and thus have no Activity (Process) as part of their make-up. Therefore, 
imperfectivized Achievements most naturally produce the notion of Repeti­
tion in the value of the utterance by virtue of the fact that an instantaneous 
leap into a new state can only be interpreted atelically by analyzing the 
situation as a continuous State containing an indefinite number of leaps. 
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